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Abstract 
This paper aims to provide a clearer picture of the main functions of short-term expatriate assignments. It is based on 
the results from an empirical study with involving 84 interviewees from different companies located in different host 
countries. The interviewees were managers mainly from Malaysian, Australian, and Singaporean companies that 
operated internationally. The duration of the interviews was in average of 1 hour 30 minutes. Extensive notes and 
voice recordings were made during the interviews. Thematic analysis and the converging interviewing technique 
were used to analyse the data to develop categorisations, that formed the nature of the short-term assignments. This 
paper discusses the reasons of short-term expatriate managers were sent overseas instead of long-term expatriate 
managers and provides useful knowledge about the differences between short and long-term assignments to human 
resource managers. 
© 2013 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and peer-review under responsibility of University Malaysia 
Kelantan, Malaysia 
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1. Introduction  
The main purpose of this paper is to explore reasons for organisations sending out short-term 
expatriates. Previous studies undertaken related to the functions of short-term expatriate assignments were 
reviewed, and it is evidenced that limited studies had been conducted on short-term expatriate 
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assignments.  This paper responds to the need for research focusing upon the increased of short-term 
expatriate assignments (Mayerhofer, Hartmann & Herbert 2004; Petrovic, Harris & Brewster 2000; 
Brewster 1997).  According to Tahvanainen, Welch and Worm (2005), short-term expatriate assignments 
have few advantages such as saving cost and flexible; besides their shorter length compared to short-term 
expatriate assignments.  
However, despite these advantages, the expatriate assignment remains under-researched. Literature 
associating to expatriate assignments was overly conducted in the mid to late 2000s and focused on the 
emergence of the assignments and the explanation of their importance. Harzing (2001a) suggested that the 
performance of an expatriate should be evaluated by; firstly, examining the reason the individual is sent 
overseas.   This means that the performance of the expatriate greatly determined by the success of their 
assignments.  At this juncture, expatriate responsibilities form is used to evaluate and determine the 
performance of the expatriates. Limited studies had been conducted examining the evaluation of the 
performance of expatriate.  These were evidenced by research employing qualitative studies, case studies, 
and collections of literature that were mostly focused on a single industry or reason (Collings, Scullion, 
Morley 2007; Shay and Baack 2004; Bonache & Brewster 2001).  
Study on the effectiveness of expatriate assignments is important as there is an increasing number of 
expatriates due to internationalisation.  However, it is reported that the failure rate of the assignments is 
high. This demands further exploration and examining expatriate assignments, thus apt, and timely. 
Generally, the number of studies that investigate expatriate assignments is limited, particularly those that 
identify the reasons for international transfers. The most cited study that has investigated the reasons for 
using expatriates is the study by Edstrom and Galbraith (1977). The recent alternative called short-term 
expatriate assignments has been debated in the early 2000’s, although its existence in the literature had 
been since 1980’s (Borg 1988).  
Therefore, this paper investigates the most important area of short term expatriate assignments. 
Despite the increase number of short-term expatriate assignments, there appears to be lack of empirical 
studies to support the literature. Furthermore, the success or failure of short-term assignees can be as 
significant as that of long-term expatriates. Although the failure of short-term assignees may not be 
initially as costly as the failure of long-term expatriates, unsuccessful short-term assignees can be rather 
expensive, and the cumulative cost of their failures could become as high as the cost of the failure of 
long-term expatriate. In addition, the detrimental effects in terms of cost borne, diminished employees’ 
morale, bad image of the organisation, and missed business opportunities could add overall damage to an 
organisation. Consequently, by exploring the nature of short-term expatriate assignments, it could 
increase the understanding about the new expatriate assignments, particularly on the main reasons for 
using the assignments and the effectiveness of these assignments. The implication of this assignment 
possibly provides a better way of managing international staffing (Tahvanainen, Welch & Worm 2005). 
Presence of expatriate remains an important technique in handling business ventures. However, the 
costs of sending expatriates and the costs associated with their departure have led organisations to adjust 
the management of their expatriate assignments. Studies have found that this change has led to an 
increase in the use of short-term international assignments (Fenwick, 2004; Klaff, 2004; KPMG, 2010). 
Concerns about the use and claim made about the functions of the assignments may replace the functions 
of long-term expatriate assignments (Collings, Scullion, & Morley, 2007). In this paper, this topic is 
explored to gain a better understanding on the functions of short-term expatriate assignments. 
 
2. Long-term expatriate assignments 
 
The three main functions of long-term expatriate assignments had been applied in a number of studies 
(Edstrom & Galbraith, 1977).  This includes filling positions, management development, and 
organisational development. Position filling refers to the transfer of technical knowledge mainly to 
developing countries, where qualified local professionals are not always available. Transfer for 
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management development gives the expatriate managers international experience and develops him for 
future roles in subsidiaries abroad or with the parent company. As for organisational development, it 
mainly focuses on controlling in terms of the structure, and decision processes of the organisation. 
The challenges of managing expatriation have become intense and have possibly resulted in an 
increase in the number of expatriates employed worldwide (KPMG, 2010). Although the challenges have 
been faced since more than two decades ago (Jellnek & Adler, 1988), it appears that the area is still being 
discussed and difficult to manage (Fukuda & Chu, 1994; Haile, Jones, & Emmanuel, 2010). Among the 
most frequently discussed challenges are expatriate failure management and how to manage the expatriate 
failure of successfully (Feldman & Thomas, 1992; Harvey, Napier, & Moeller, 2011) and repatriation. 
These challenges appear to be consistent with challenges discussed in the International Human Resource 
Management (IHRM) in the 21st century, Robert, Kossek and Ozeki (1998). There are three main 
challenges in dealing with IHRM.  Firstly, are the deployment challenges—to easily get the right skills, 
and the organisation that needs to use the skills regardless of geographical locations. The second 
challenge is on the knowledge and innovation dissemination i.e., spreading state-of-the-art knowledge and 
practices throughout the organisation regardless of where the knowledge and practices originate. The 
third challenge is to identify and develop talent on a global basis.  This includes individual who has the 
abilities to function effectively in a global organisation and then able to develop those abilities.   
A study by the McKinsey Global Institute in 2005 predicted that 75,000 higher positions in 
international corporations in China will be needed in the next 10 years. However, the current availabilities 
are estimated at only around 3,000 to 5,000 (Farndale, Scullion, & Sparrow, 2010; Farrell & Grant, 2005). 
Thus, parallel with the IHRM challenges discussed earlier, it appears that international organisations are 
looking for mobile and skilled managers in the next 10 years and these managers are expected to be 
highly demanded.  
Short-term expatriate assignments appear to be an appropriate option for the current challenges. The 
expatriates are more mobile and skilled compared to the expatriates undergoing long-term expatriate 
assignments. More importantly, the management of the expatriates is reported to be less complicated as 
they are usually not accompanied by their spouses during the assignments (Tahvanainen, Welch, & 
Worm, 2005). The assignments also have been said as an alternative form of long-term expatriate 
assignments.  The use of this type of assignments has been increasing (Sparrow, Brewster, & Harris, 
2004) by 80% based on a study that involved 1,000 multinational organisations (KPMG, 2010).  
 
3. Research question  
 
This research study investigated the nature of short-term expatriate assignments by posing the 
following research question: What are the underlying functions of using short-term expatriate 
assignments and in what situations such assignments are used?  
 
4. Methodology 
 
This research undertook two stages of data collection. The first data collection was gathered through a 
series of interview sessions, which were mainly used to gather information about the nature of short-term 
expatriate assignments. The interviews were conducted using convergent interviewing technique. The 
second data collection was gathered through an online survey called SurveyMonkey. In the questionnaire, 
there was an open-ended question specifically on the respondents’ short-term international assignments. 
The first task in choosing the interviewees for this study was to verify that each interviewee met at 
least one of the three study criteria: (1) an international manager who had undertaken short-term 
expatriate assignments, (2) an international manager who had travelled internationally on business for a 
short period, or (3) an international manager who has knowledge about short-term assignments or who 
had been engaged in allocating and managing short-term assignees.  
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5. Results 
 
Twenty-three international managers were selected and identified as interviewees. Majority of the 
interviewees were male (only three were female). Sixty-five percent of the interviewees were from senior 
managerial levels, and thirty-five percent were from middle managerial levels. The study sample was 
gathered from 23 organisations in the following industries: research and development, banking, 
education, manufacturing, tourism, energy/oil, consultancy, telecommunication, aviation, tobacco, 
manufacturing, automobile, hotel, and food. The main industry sector was tourism (27%), 9% were from 
banking, education, manufacturing, energy/oil, and consultancy, and 4% were from research and 
development, telecommunication, aviation, tobacco, automobiles, hotel, and food.  
The results of this study show that there are four main functions of short-term expatriate assignments; 
namely, 1) to implement a specific assignment (training and meeting); 2) to gain international experience; 
3) to identify and solve problems; and 4) to maintain relationships. These results are highly consistent 
with Tahvanainen, Welch and Worm’s (2005) study.  
From the interview, 23% of the interviewees mentioned that their assignments included expanding the 
company’s market, preparing and developing new business plans, and leading and participating in major 
project feasibility studies. The interviewees said they took one to 12 months assignments or less than 12 
months assignments. They also stated that they led and participated in actual projects after the initial 
projects were carried out, and that could take between one to 12 months and sometimes up to three years. 
The short-term expatriates dispersed company business strategic plans through meetings.  
This assignment shows specific and specialised knowledge to be transferred through specific 
projects/assignments, meetings, and training. As such, “skills transfer” is a suitable theme to explain the 
reason for this type of assignment. Furthermore, knowledge transfer and specific assignments appear to 
be intercorrelated. Managers who have knowledge on the particular assignments intended to be pursued 
were asked to undertake these assignments. Apparently, the selected short-term expatriate should possess 
a vast knowledge about the particular assignment before undertaking the short-term expatriate 
assignment. For example, the interviewee in this research, Chung, had 25 years of experience working as 
a corporate trainer and he had been providing training in different countries during that time. The 
manager reported that he had to travel to his organisation’s subsidiaries to deliver training, and since he 
was the manager who was specialised in the field at home office and since he took on the full 
responsibility for the assignment, he was selected to carry out short-term assignments at other countries.  
As such, the potential managers who undertake short-term expatriate assignments are the ones that 
currently manage the field, and highly knowledgeable about their areas. An engineer who worked in an 
aviation company had more than 10 years experience, and had been giving aviation safety training at 
different subsidiaries in the Asia Pacific region. Regarding meeting purposes, one chairman had to be in a 
foreign country for a few days to attend an important meeting. This person was the head of a large 
tourism organisation in Malaysia. He had to attend the meeting to deliver his knowledge about his main 
organisation’s products. These examples confirm that training needs a manager who has vast knowledge 
in a particular area so that the assignment can be undertaken successfully within a short period by a 
qualified manager. As such, based on the experiences from different managers, it is found that 
organisations used short-term expatriate to fulfil different purposes of knowledge transfer through 
different channels such as business trips, projects, meetings, and trainings. As such, the knowledge being 
transferred denotes the nature of the assignment.  
Although the period spent for undertaking short-term expatriate assignments are generally short, this 
study found that some assignments could take longer than a few months only. This means that a short-
term expatriate assignment’s length can be more than a year. As such, it can be concluded that the length 
of the assignment depends highly on the assignment’s progress. For example, a contract of a manager 
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who is employed based on monthly contract is renewed if his skills are still needed in the location where 
his project is being undertaken.  
Moreover, short-term expatriates are chosen based on their skills and knowledge regardless of their 
age, managerial level, and gender. For example, a young interviewee mentioned that he was chosen from 
a pool of candidates from different subsidiaries in a region due to his knowledge about the products 
manufactured by the organisation he worked with.  Any available and skilful managers, regardless of their 
age, can be selected to undertake short-term expatriate assignments. Therefore, the headquarter does not 
“headhunt” for someone in a high managerial position (which is common in long-term expatriate 
assignment) but, instead, it looks for someone who is skilful, knowledgeable, mobile, and suitable for the 
identified assignments.   
Another finding from the interviews is that cutting cost is not necessarily the major purpose of using 
short-term expatriate assignments. Investigations revealed that the managers who said that short-term 
expatriate assignments were not necessarily used to save cost were from large companies. One 
interviewee stated, “my organisation is not being restricted on travel or cost.” This interviewee worked 
for a large aviation company that operates worldwide. The interviewee was needed in different locations 
to serve different specific assignments such as meetings, training, and discussion, and to complete his 
work as an aviation engineer. The manager was transferred from one location to another to serve different 
organisational needs. In order to serve or fulfil these needs, his organisation paid for travel allowance, 
insurance, airline tickets, etc. Therefore, we can conclude that an organisation has to bear related costs to 
serve their international business operational needs, and that the completion of a short-term expatriate 
assignment is more important than the cost involved.  On the other hand, as mentioned earlier, one 
manager who worked for a bank said that short-term expatriate assignments were indeed for cutting cost. 
He clearly stated that training should be undertaken briefly and quickly since the competition was stiff, 
particularly in the banking industry. An examination of his background revealed that he worked for one of 
the major banks in Singapore. Since both of these managers worked in large organisations, this matter 
merits further investigation. Influential factors such as an organisation’s profit, size, goals, and industry 
need to be examined in order to obtain more evidence so that a conclusion can be made. This study found 
that, based on the statements from the professional managers, cutting cost is not necessarily the primary 
reason for organisations opting for short-term expatriate assignments. Instead, it appears that they used 
short-term expatriate assignments primarily to complete a specific aim or objective. In conclusion, cutting 
cost is not a major purpose for using the short-term expatriate assignments. Only in a particular situation 
or if the situation permits the organisation to do so, otherwise, the assignment’s completion prevails. 
Next, problem solving was perceived as important by the interviewees and survey respondents. 
Problem solving or troubleshooting initially is defined as taking corrective action when a company faces 
important and unexpected difficult assignments. A few interviewees (17%) described that their 
assignments were for taking corrective action. Among the survey respondents, 78.4% perceived that this 
assignment was important. It was found that the problems were identified prior to the assignments and 
organisations then sent managers to overcome the situations. Managers were sent abroad to handle 
unexpected problems or difficulties (e.g. a food safety advisor was called to remediate deficiencies in 
food hygiene and to provide food safety measures) or to troubleshoot a situation currently faced by the 
manager’s organisation (e.g. a sales manager was sent to identify the reason for the decrease in sales). 
Both of these instances of assignments were urgent. As explained by the interviewees, the assignments 
were undertaken within a short period but they said their length was highly dependent on the seriousness 
of the problems. In the cases presented, the sales manager was away only for a week as well as the trainer. 
The first problem stated (food hygiene) took a month to be resolved since the problem was serious. It 
appeared that these managers were selected based on their skills and knowledge, as they had to solve the 
specific problems. 
Moreover, the problem solving reason also explains the skills transfer reason because organisations 
will send managers who are knowledgeable or skilful to solve problems. In the example presented earlier, 
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to solve the deficiencies in food hygiene, a food advisor was sent to the location. When there was a 
problem in terms of decreasing sales, a sales manager was sent to investigate the situation and then solve 
the problems. These two instances indicate that short-term managers also serve as a knowledge transfer 
agent. As such, a short-term expatriate assignment is for the transfer of skills concerning systems, 
procedures, process design, and management from headquarters or another office facility to subsidiaries. 
As skill is also knowledge, the term “skills transfer” is used to describe the reason, whereas to some 
specific problems, problem solving or troubleshooting best describes this assignment.  
Among the survey respondents, 6.6% reported that they need to provide services to customers, 
support, taking care of customers’ concerns and needs, and for the purposes of public relations. Some 
interviewees (22%) claimed that, for maintaining relationships purpose, they had to meet customers 
physically and their assignments could not be completed fully using information communication 
technology (ICT). High quality relationships are developed through face-to-face meetings, and are very 
important in some countries. In a country where trust, integrity, and personal contacts are major priorities 
in business negotiations, a manager has to meet and build a good rapport with customers or business 
partners to start or build a relationship (Haake, Schummer, & Haake, 2003). Usually this relationship is 
built by socialising with them, such as taking business partners and customers out for dinner or drinks, 
providing funds for promotional purposes, giving gifts, and entertaining clients’ children. According to 
the interviewees, they needed to meet clients, customers, or local staffs in order to build relationships to 
develop their clients’ trust, integrity, and confidence. More importantly, there were business deals to 
obtain. A few interviewees said that the use of ICT cannot replace a manager’s presence; it can only 
facilitate short-term expatriate assignments if the purpose is to develop relationships. Although 
knowledge can be delivered by using advanced ICT, managers still need to be physically present to 
deliver the knowledge. In addition, some of the survey respondents even mentioned that the presence of 
parent country’s manager increased the level of a customer’s confidence. 
Finally, the definitions proposed for each of the short-term assignment’s reasons found in this study 
are as follows:  
1) Delivering a specific assignment or skills transfer: transferring the specialised knowledge of 
business operational functions (technical and managerial, process design, purchasing know-how) 
during the implementation of a specific assignment involving projects, training, and meetings;  
2) Management development: transferring assignees for future positions at headquarters and 
subsidiaries, exposing assignees to foreign environments, and enabling assignees to gain 
international experience; 
3) Problem solving or troubleshooting: identifying and resolving business and technical problems 
or taking corrective action when a company faces important and unexpected difficulties; and 
4) Maintaining relationships: building and maintaining relationships with clients or local staff to 
achieve the organisational business aims.   
This study suggests that, in the future, factors such as industry, nature of business, and organisational 
objectives should be considered in order to gain a better view of the functions of using non-traditional 
expatriate assignments. The short-term expatriate assignments are new and just recently explored as thus 
more studies on this topic should be carried out, especially on the nature of the assignments, the selection 
and recruiting process, the compensation package, and the success rate of these assignments. Another 
important area is to investigate the effectiveness of using traditional and non-traditional expatriate 
assignments as findings would explain which type is more useful in a specific situation. Extending this 
research is also a worthwhile effort in terms of testing the four reasons of using non-traditional expatriate 
assignments in different countries, or of analysing the effects of using the assignments on managers’ 
performance, satisfaction, family or organisational goals. Next, identifying the benefits given to non-
traditional expatriates such as allowances, insurance, or types of accommodation are other areas that 
require further exploration. 
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6. Conclusions 
 
 Overall, differences were found between long-term expatriate assignments and short-term  expatriate 
assignments. Short-term expatriate assignments are used mostly for specific assignments and for 
transferring specific skills. Less complex assignments such as visiting foreign markets, meeting, project, 
conducting irregular specialised tasks, and scheduling production suit a company that is just starting a 
new business or operation in a foreign country. These assignments were found to be mostly undertaken in 
less than a year. When an assignment requires a short period to complete and does not warrant a long-
term  expatriate assignment, organisations use short-term expatriate assignments. Long-term expatriate 
assignments, on the other hand, are more complex and time-consuming. They involve jobs such as 
position filling that have to be filled by an assignee for a period of at least three years. The controlling 
reason seems to be a very important reason for long-term expatriate assignment, and the assignment 
requires adaptation, and an understanding of foreign culture, which needs a long period to adapt. Unlike a 
short-term expatriate assignment, the most important reasons for the assignments are 1) to deliver skills 
and 2) to complete or to facilitate the implementation of business deals or projects. As such, the 
differences indicate that short-term expatriate assignments cannot be replaced by traditional expatriate 
assignments. 
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Appendix A: Profile of survey respondents 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Characteristics Respondents  Characteristics Respondents  
Gender 
  Female 
  Male 
No response 
 
21 (34.4%) 
38 (62.2%) 
   2 (3.4%) 
Age 
 Less than 30 
 30-39 
 40-49 
 50 and above 
 
15 (24.5%) 
10 (16.3%) 
15 (24.5%) 
21 (34.4%) 
Job title 
 Manager 
 Top HR manager 
 General Manager 
 Top Manager 
No response 
 
18 (29.5%) 
15 (24.5%) 
   6  (9.8%) 
   3  (4.9%) 
 19 (31%) 
Nationality 
  Australian 
  Malaysian 
  British 
 Nigerian 
 Other 
 
 30 (49.1%) 
12 (19.6%) 
  2 (3.2%) 
  2 (3.2%) 
15 (24.5%) 
Company size 
Less than 1,000 
1,001-2,000 
2,001-3,000 
More than 3,000 
 
 
26 (42.6%) 
  8 (13.1%) 
  7 (11.4%) 
20 (32.7%) 
Industry 
Construction 
Transportation 
Consulting 
Mining 
Other 
 
20 (32.7%) 
14 (22.9%) 
  5 (8.1%) 
  5 (8.1%) 
17 (27.8%) 
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Appendix B: Profile of Interviewees 
 
Respondent Sex Position Home 
country 
Host country Assignment 
Length 
Industry 
Chung M Manager Singapore China, Malaysia Regularly Research and 
Development 
Chris M Corporate 
Trainer 
Singapore China, 
Indonesia India 
3 weeks Banking 
Lee M Director Singapore Asia Pacific 3-4 months Education 
Mike M Assistant 
Professor 
Australia Asia Pacific Once a year Education 
Mathew  M Director USA China 3 weeks Manufacturing 
Lowe M Director Italy Somalia, 
Guatemala, 
Pakistan 
3-4 days Tourism 
Harry M Marketing  
Manager 
Malaysia Japan/Korea 1-2 weeks Tourism 
Gary M Deputy GM Malaysia Japan/Korea 1-2 weeks Tourism 
Salma F General 
Manager 
Malaysia Singapore 1 week Tourism 
Hashim M General 
Manager 
Malaysia India, Indonesia 1 week Tourism 
Zainal M Chairman Malaysia Korea  Tourism 
Charles M Regional 
Op. 
Manager 
UK Malaysia 4 years Energy/Oil 
Hafiz M GIS Analyst Malaysia Australia 1-3 months Consultancy 
Jali M Technician Malaysia Australia 1-3 months Telecommunication 
Ron M Chief 
Engineer 
Asia Pacific 
Australia South East 
Asia, UK North 
America, Africa 
4-6 months Aviation 
Dzikro M Regional IT 
 Manager 
Indonesia Australia 2 years Tobacco 
Saripa F Sales 
Manager 
Indonesia Singapore 1 week Manufacturing 
John M Product 
Control  
Manager 
Australia Japan 1 week  Automobile 
Jenny F Operation 
Manager 
Malaysia Thailand, 
Indonesia 
1 month Hotel 
Mus M Storage 
Solution 
Architect 
Malaysia Australia 3 years Banking 
Nick M Food Safety 
Advisor 
Australia Caucasus 1-2 years Food 
Adolf M Senior 
Analyst 
German Australia 7 months Consultancy 
James M Global 
Practice 
Leader 
Australia Asia 1-12 months Energy/Mining 
 
